The McMullen Family: D&H Pennsylvania Division Managers 


By S. Robert Powell, Ph.D. 


In the McMullen family of Wayne County, PA, working for the D&H was a long-standing 
family tradition. 


Silas K. McMullen, a descendant of a colonial American Scottish family, was born in 1809 in 
Pleasant Mount, Wayne County, PA. He became a carpenter and, at the age of 18, was hired by 
the Delaware and Hudson Canal Company which, at the time, 1827, was constructing its Gravity 
Railroad, the roadbed of which was supported by numerous trestles of wood (all of which had to 
be built by skilled carpenters). From 1829, when the Gravity Railroad opened, until 1849, Silas 
McMullen worked in the lumber business. In 1849, he was again employed by the D&H and had 
charge of the machinery. On September 29, 1860, while in the act of oiling the machinery at 
Plane No. 9, the skirt of his coat was caught under the rope while passing over a large sheave 
wheel, and he was dragged into the machinery. He lived about eight minutes after the accident. 


Silas A. McMullen, the oldest of the six children of Silas K. McMullen, was born in Clinton 
Township, Wayne County, on October 9, 1836. From 1865 to 1869, he was engaged in the 
mercantile business. He came to Carbondale in February1869, and on March 1 was named 
Assistant Superintendent of the Pennsylvania Division of the D&H (the Superintendent at that 
time was Rollin Manville). 


One of Silas McMullen’s early assignments as Assistant Superintendent was the care of the 
D&H tracks in Waymart, both as to repairs to the tracks and the running of cars. In that capacity, 
he succeeded H. Marsh. 


In the period 1869-1871, the D&H, under the leadership of Thomas Dickson, president, and 
Rollin Manville, Superintendent of the Pennsylvania Division, constructed the Valley Road, a 
steam locomotive line from Carbondale to Scranton. In the history of that line, we read the 
following: "In June, 1871, President Thomas Dickson, Superintendent R. Manville, who 
constructed the valley road from Carbondale to Valley Junction, and S. A. McMullen, his 
assistant, made a trip of inspection over the road from Scranton to Carbondale. They used the 
Gravity passenger car Monitor, drawn by engine C. P. Wurts, I. J. Wint engineer, who began 
firing on the Major Sykes in 1866, and who was promoted to engineer of the Wurts in 1868. The 
car was in charge of John Copeland, Gravity passenger brakeman... This was the first movement 
of a passenger car over the locomotive road between Scranton and Carbondale." On July 4, 1871, 
the Valley Road was officially opened. 


In addition to fulfilling his responsibilities as Assistant Superintendent, Silas McMullen guarded 
well the interests of the D&H and had the confidence of his superior officers as well as of the 
men under his direction. In addition to his connection with the railroad, he was a director of the 
Miners & Mechanics Bank and, beginning in 1876, served as president of the Crystal Lake 
Water company, with which he was connected since its organization. 


In the upbuilding of Carbondale he manifested a deep concern. His connection with the 
Carbondale board of education covered a period of eighteen years, during a large part of which 
time he was its president. He devoted his time and energy to securing for the city a first-class 
school system, and to him, more than any other man in the place, Carbondale was indebted for its 
excellent schools and the many fine school buildings. 


William J. McMullen, another of the sons of Silas K. McMullen, was born March 12, 1844, in 
Clinton Township, Wayne County, PA. At the age of 16, he began work for the D&H at the coal 
dumping ground at Waymart, and worked for the D&H his entire life, the last twenty years of 
which he served as the Trainmaster of the D&H Gravity Railroad system. 


In the fall of 1877, when the new passenger coaches were given a trial run on the Gravity line, 
both William McMullen and his brother Silas were congratulated in the public press for the 
important role that they both played in the success of all of the excursions on the Gravity 
Railroad. 


“A Delightful Excursion—Trial Trip of the new Cars for the Gravity RR. / On Tuesday 
morning, upon invitation of R. Manville, Superintendent, a large party of our townspeople 
assembled at the foot of No. 1, at half-past ten o’clock, to take an excursion around the “Switch- 
back’—to No. 9 and return [via the light track] on the Gravity railroad—in the beautiful new 
narrow-gauge cars just built for the accommodation of passengers between this city and 
Honesdale. These cars have the seats crosswise instead of lengthwise, as in the former cars used 
on the Gravity road... About one hundred and fifty of the ladies and gentlemen men of 
Carbondale gladly availed themselves of the invitation extended by the brothers McMullen 
[emphasis added], assistant superintendents, from their worthy chief, and after all were 
comfortably seated the rope was pulled, the bell rung, and up plane after plane went the fairy-like 
train toward the clouds, loaded with precious freight. After reaching the top of the mountain, the 
train was switched upon the ‘empty’ or return track, and commenced its descent... Too much 
praise cannot be accorded to Mr. Wm. McMullen, for the careful supervision he gives these 
excursions [emphasis added]. Through his vigilance, and by having careful employes, he takes a 
party over what would otherwise be a risky route with all the safety of a pedestrian on a smooth 
street. Well may the Delaware and Hudson Co. be proud of its railroad superintendents, 
assistants, and employees, for to their care are the public indebted for the fact that no serious 
accident has ever occurred upon their roads...” (Carbondale Advance, October 6, 1877, p. 3) 





As Superintendent of the Gravity Railroad, William J. McMullen had charge of all D&H 
excursions to Farview Park and elsewhere. Under his watchful eye, thousands of excursion 
passengers were carried over the line annually, without a single accident. In the public press, we 
read: “... That these excursions to Farview have been so well and safely conducted is largely 
owing to the careful, intelligent personal supervision of the assistant superintendent of the road, 
Mr. William McMullen, who yet does his work so quietly that probably but few of the 
excursionists know how much they are indebted to him for their pleasure and safety.” (The 
Journal, August 5, 1886, p. 3) 


As Gravity Railroad superintendent, William McMullen had a very hands-on supervisory 
approach. Here are three announcements from the public press, for the period 1885-1886, which 
highlight his managerial style: 


Preparing for the new boilers at No. 8: “Henry Lippert, Ed. Inch, William Hunter, Hiram Inch, 
Wallace Case and men under the direction of Mr. Wm. McMullen, are at work at No. 8 getting 
ready for the new boilers. . .” 


New engine and boiler house at No. 8 will soon be finished: “The new engine and boiler house 
at No. 8 will soon be finished. Wm. McMullen is giving the work his personal attention and 
when finished it will be one of the best buildings on the road.” 


Improvements at Planes 5, 6, 12, and 18 by William McMullen: “Wm. McMullen has put 
planes 12 and 18 in first class order, and is now putting new ties and new rails on planes 5 and 
6.” 


William J. McMullen was a key figure in the conversion of the Gravity Railroad into the 
Honesdale Branch of the Delaware and Hudson Railroad at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Under his supervision, the Gravity-gauge tracks were all changed to standard gauge between 
Saturday night, January 21, 1899, and Monday morning, January 23, 1899. In addition, it was he 
who supervised the construction, between Farview and Waymart, of the South Canaan Loop, 
which replaced Gravity planes Nos. 9, 10, 11, 12, 18, 19, and 20. William McMullen also 
directed and supervised the conversion of Shepherd’s Crook into a switchback. 


Tragically and ironically, William J. McMullen, who spent more than 20 years making sure that 
no passengers on the Gravity Railroad were injured or killed while traveling on the Gravity 
Railroad, was killed in an accident at Panther Bluffs on the Gravity Railroad in February 1900. 
In the public press we read: "KILLED BY AN ENGINE. / William McMullen, Honesdale 
Branch Trainmaster, Accidentally Killed at Panther Bluff Last Night. / Trainmaster William 
McMullen of the Honesdale branch was instantly killed last evening about half past five o'clock. 
Mr. McMullen was returning from a tour of inspection over the branch on engine No. 53 and at 
Panther Bluff got off to throw a switch. He signaled engineer Colvin to back up and in crossing 
the track in front of the moving engine the tender struck him. No one saw the accident, the crew 
not knowing that it occurred until his body was seen under the locomotive. With the hope that 
life had not departed entirely the body was hastily moved to his home on Church Street and Dr. 
S. S. Shields summoned. Upon examining the remains the doctor decided that death occurred 
instantly...” 


In his obituary, we read: “As a superior officer the deceased was firm and insisted upon strict 
attention to business by those under him. He never allowed his personal likes or dislikes to enter 
into his business and as one man who has known him for years puts it, 'the greatest harm he 
would do you would be to let you alone.' He was a man little known outside his business, his 
whole attention being concentrated upon his duties... Seldom does a community receive such a 
shock as that experienced in the tragic death of William McMullen. For many years he was a 
leading figure in the railroad life of Carbondale. He was known to nearly every one in the 
community and was very successful in his chosen business. Of robust build he seemed a man 


destined to live yet a half century and within that sturdy, massive frame; there existed a vein of 
good nature to which his acquaintances and the men under him can testify... In a business way 
he was entirely a self made man and the thorough knowledge of railroad duties which he 
possessed he acquired in actual experience. In nearly every line of the work he was versed, 
including civil engineering and bridge building. He held a unique place which will probably 
never be filled... In his death the Delaware & Hudson company has lost a faithful and capable 
servant.” (clipping dated Saturday, February 17, 1900) 


Such, then, is a quick look at the D&H Railroad careers of Silas K. McMullen and his sons Silas 
A. McMullen and William J. McMullen. Employees such as they contributed significantly to the 


success of the D&H in the nineteenth century. 
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SILAS A. McMULLEN. 
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~ D&H No. 142 on the Switchback at Panther Bluffs 


